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SUPERCOMPUTER EXPORT REVIEW PROCESS WORKS

House Armed Service Committee Chairman Floyd Spence (R-SC) and Ranking Democrat Ike Skelton
(D-MO) today released a General Accounting Office (GAO) report concluding that government visibility into the
export of certain high-performance computers to countries of proliferation concern is working.

The report, Export Controls 1998 Legislative Mandate for High Performance Computers (GAO/
NSIAD-99-208), was requested earlier this year by Spence and Skelton to assess the effectiveness of provisions
in the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 1998 (Public Law 105-85) requiring exporters to notify
the Commerce Department of their intent to export high-performance computers – or supercomputers – to countries
of proliferation concern (so-called “Tier III” countries).  These provisions were adopted by Congress after U.S.
high-performance computers were exported without any U.S. government review or oversight to nuclear weapons
laboratories in Russia and at least one missile research institute in China.

“The report confirms that the two year-old export notification process required by Congress has, in fact,
helped to prevent the shipment of a number of militarily-useful U.S. supercomputers to potentially dangerous end-
users,” said Spence.  “The law works.”

“The practical effect of the legislation is that it does indeed address the export controls concerns that drove
the committee and the Congress to adopt the provisions,” added Skelton.

Using Commerce Department data, the GAO found that between February 3, 1998 and March 19, 1999,
there were 938 notifications of intent to export high-performance computers to Tier III countries.  Of these, more
than ten percent raised national security concerns to the point that they were identified by the federal government
as requiring a formal license review.  According to GAO, proposed computer exports to China ultimately were
denied because they were destined for institutes “reportedly engaged in military or proliferation activities,” while
proposed exports to India were denied because they involved end-users “that were engaged in missile proliferation
activities.”

 “I believe the report’s findings demonstrate that the law helped to prevent sophisticated U.S. computers
from winding up in the wrong hands, while also validating the importance of maintaining government visibility of
certain exports,” said Spence.  “I believe the GAO report also shows that this can be achieved in a manner that
balances competing national security and commercial interests.”

(MORE)



“As the committee prepares for hearings on export controls of high-performance computers, I look forward
to carefully examining any additional proposals to refine the review process,” said Skelton.

The GAO report was released as part of the House Armed Services Committee’s on-going review of the
President’s proposal to change the threshold contained in the fiscal year 1998 defense authorization bill requiring
government review of proposed exports of high-performance computers to countries of proliferation concern.
The proposed change is scheduled to take effect in January 2000.

Spence and Skelton also sent a letter to President Clinton today asking him to respond to a series of
questions on issues related to the export of supercomputers to Tier III countries.  “As the Congress reviews the
President’s proposal, I hope the answers to these questions will help us evaluate the pros and cons of the change
he has proposed,” concluded Spence.

A copy of the letter to President Clinton follows.  Copies of the GAO report are available from GAO.
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